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#School is Hell:" 
Metaphors for Learning 
by 
Abigail Lipson 
Life at Harvard presents every student with some standard challenges: studying for tests, 
writing papers, doing problem sets. My colleagues and I hear a lot about these from the students 
who come to consult with us at the Bureau of Study Counsel. Sometimes, fluke patterns in our 
appointment-schedules will have us talking for hours on end with student after student, all of whom 
tum out to be studying for exactly the same exam. You'd think a sane person would get bored in our 
line of work. 
I think the reason I'm not bored (I am, so far, sane) is that, no matter what the nominal topic 
of the student's concern, I find myself listening to that student's very particular "take" on things, the 
uniqueness of their experience grounded in the person they are. As we work together, students 
describe to me how they see the world; they let me in on what they are thinking and feeling; they 
struggle to articulate what sort of sense they are making of things. They give me the chance to see 
what the world looks like from "in there," and to accompany them in their efforts to learn and grow. 
Over the last few years I have been thinking about how it is that we can communicate with 
one another at all about our existentially private inner experiences. How can I describe to you, and 
how can you possibly understand, what it's like for me to be struggling with my stupid paper? And 
how can I possibly understand the entirely different experience of the student sitting in my office, 
struggling to write her paper? 
One of the ways in which people communicate with one another about their separate and 
different experiences of the world is through their use of figurative language. Figurative language 
allows us to describe or understand one thing in terms of a different thing: "Life is a bowl of cher-
ries;" "His heart is as big as a house;" or, as Matt Groenig (1987) chronicles, "School is Hell." 
Simply look back over this article and you will see that it is peppered, so to speak, with 
figurative language. For example, I don't actually, literally, physically struggle with the stupid 
paper I'm writing--okay, maybe on one or two occasions when things get real bad. But, basically, I 
equate my internal mental and emotional effort with the effort of a physical struggle because this 
powerful association is an economical way of communicating to you some idea of what writing feels 
like to me. I describe the one thing-my private experience which can be known only by me-in 
terms of another, different thing-an image that I hope you, too, can understand. 
Most of the time, figurative language is such an integral aspect of our everyday speech that it 
just slides qn by without our even noticing it. As speakers we don't use it very consciously or 
deliberately, and as listeners we don't pay much attention to it. Consider the following three stu-
dents reflecting on their difficulties with the same sophomore tutorial: 
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Cora: "I can't seem to make the connections, to put it all together. I think it's because 
I've never really studied this subject before, so the material is all new and I don't 
have any base, any foundation to build from. The other people in the class seem to 
be better equipped to make sense of it all." 
Grady: "I don't think I've matured a lot intellectually in my tutorial. I guess it's given me 
a lot of food for thought, but most of the time I just can't read everything carefully 
enough to really satisfy me. I'm hoping my thinking will develop just by being 
exposed to so much,just by trying to absorb it all." 
Marco: "Sometimes the pressure gets to me. I try to keep pushing along, you know,forcing 
myself to keep up a good pace. But when things get to be too much, I just lose my 
momentum. It's like I'm always either incredibly driven or really depressed." 
The voices of these students convey their very different experiences in the same class. What 
you first sense as a listener is probably a gestalt, a basic and empathetic understanding of who they ~ 
each are and what the course is like for them. You hear their meaning without paying much atten-
tion to their particular words. It is largely through their use of figurative language, though, that their 
meaning is conveyed. In fact, each of these students' statements features a guiding metaphor that 
becomes apparent as soon as you stop to look for it. 
Cora speaks in terms of building foundations, having the right equipment, and putting things 
all together-as though learning is a construcion project. Grady talks of maturation, sustenance, 
development-as though learning is a process of nurturance and growth. And Marco speaks about 
pressure, being pushed along, being driven-as though learning is a matter of movement and getting 
from one place to another. 
Cora, Grady, and Marco have tapped into three of the most common metaphoric systems that 
students use in describing their learning experiences: Learning as Construction, Learning as 
Growth, and Learning as Movement. They haven't set out to use these metaphors deliberately; they 
are simply voicing whatever words or images feel right in the moment. All the same, the terms they 
use are drawn from, and thus evoke, larger metaphoric systems. I should say that conversations at 
the Bureau are held in confidence; the quotes here have been made up for the purpose of illustration. 
Students do speak in richly figurative terms during their counseling hours, though, and the guiding 
metaphors discussed here are especially common. Howard Pollio (1977) and his colleagues estimate 
that figurative language occurs at a rate of three to six figures per hundred words of conversation in 
a therapy session--or approximately 250 figures per hour. 
Metaphors Unpacked 
The particular quality of these students' communications is determined not only by the 
specific words they say but by the nature of the larger metaphoric context from which their words 
are drawn-and to which their words still belong. The specific figurative terms that the students use 
are like handles on metaphoric suitcases. Pull on the handle and the suitcase comes along. Figura-
tive language always has this potential: to bring into play whole meaning-contexts with only a few 
words. 
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Grady, for example, uses a common, even trite, figure of speech: "food for thought." The 
term draws a simple metaphoric correspondence: ideas (or information)= food. But the value of this 
metaphor doesn't end there. Just as "ideas" in this case exist within the larger context of knowledge 
and learning, "food" is the handle to a larger metaphoric context as well, the context of nurturance 
and growth. This larger metaphoric context inspires additional associations: he wishes he were 
"satisfied" with his reading, he wonders if he has "matured" in his tutorial, he hopes his thinking 
will "develop." 
The emergence of all these related associations is like the unpacking of the metaphoric 
suitcase. Powerful metaphors tend to lead us along, encouraging us to rummage happily from one 
association to the next in the metaphoric system. In fact, figurative language is often powerful not 
because it is accurate, but because it is evocative. The poet Elizabeth Sewell (1964) writes: 
[A certain metaphor] though exact, will take me no further. I cannot think with it; 11J!!rely 
note its exactness and leave it there. A certain amount of metaphor met with in poetry is of 
this kind. It gives its own pleasure . . . It is fitting but not fertile. In greater poems ... all 
the figures work, have energy or lend the mind energy to work and to work further. That is 
to say, ... they are beautiful, beauty being considered as just such a dynamic heuristic ... a 
forward-moving or prophetic energy. 
Figurative language, whether in poetry or in counseling, can possess this dynamic quality. 
That is, as students talk about their learning, the energy of figurative language provides fuel for 
insight as well as communication. Students may initially light upon a metaphor because it aptly 
describes some known aspect of their experience, but they often_ find that deliberately unpacking the 
metaphor helps them to more fully differentiate their thoughts and feelings. The metaphor provides 
a context for meaning-making that helps them to understand themselves at the same time that it 
helps them to communicate their experience to others. 
For example, suppose, in describing her academic fix, a student says that she's "skating on 
thin ice." Even this hackneyed metaphor can be unpacked: Perhaps she is intoxicated by the speed 
so she skates headlong unaware of the risk. Perhaps she has a desperate belief that if only she keeps 
skating fast enough she'll be able to fly safely right over the thin parts. Perhaps, rather, she is 
wobbling from floe to floe, feeling in constant danger of losing her blance as the brittle ground shifts 
under her feet. And when she thinks of falling in, is it only the dunking that bothers her, or are there 
hungry dangers lurking in the deep darkness beneath the ice? 
Inviting this student to unpack her ice-skating metaphor may provide her with associations 
that she would not otherwise make, and these may help her to understand and articulate more fully 
what she is thinking or feeling. For example, you might wonder with her when it is, exactly, that she 
feels most at risk, as though her grounding may give way? When she thinks about her exams? 
When she hurries to meet a paper deadline? When she talks to her parents on the phone? Alterna-
tively, when does she feel most sure of her footing? And from where does she draw her energy to 
keep skating so fast? From fear? From what? From exhilaration? And how can she get to more 
solid ground? Through this sort of unpacking process, metaphors can not only help us describe our 
experience but can help us discover it. That is, insights about ourselves, our motivations, or our 
assumptions often emerge first in the metaphoric context and only then become transformed into an 
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explicit, more literal formulation of our experience. 
Does this mean that unpacking a metaphor simply reveals to us aspects of ourselves that are 
already there? This would imply that, before we unpacked, we must have been operating according 
to asumptions inherent in our metaphoric baggage even as we remained unaware of their existence. 
To the extent that this is the case, unpacking a metaphor- making explicit one's implicit operating 
assumptons--seems crucial if one is to behave mindfully and deliberately. Only when our assump-
tions are made explicit can we examine and engage them. Our skater can't begin to deal with what-
ever monsters lie beneath the ice, for example, until she has first recognized their existence--or at 
least recognized her fear of their existence. 
But unpacking a metaphor doesn't involve simply un-covering that which already exists in 
ourselves. Exploring a metaphor doesn't just reveal already-made meaning: unpacking is itself an 
active process of meaning-making. In some ways, our student may become more like a skater, and 
her experience may become more like skating, as she creates an understanding of herself inspired by 
the metaphor. That is, in unpacking the metaphor she doesn't just find herself, she defines herself. 
When we play around with figurative language, we often crisscross this fuzzy line between the 
discovery of meaning and the creation of meaning. 
Learnin2 is , , , 
What, then, can we make of the guiding metaphors underlying the statements of Cora, Grady, 
and Marco? Learning is Construction. Learning is Growth. Learning is Movement. What aspects 
of learning do these metaphors aptly describe and, more importantly, what can we discover or 
rediscover about the learning process when we unpack them? Here's what I came up with when I 
tried a quick romp through the Learning is Construction metaphor, just to see what sorts of associa-
tions I would encounter: 
Much of the vocabulary of learning is architectural: we put up or break down walls; close 
or open doors; use frameworks; let in some fresh air. Learning involves building founda-
tions; nailing things down; hammering out arguments; supporting our premises; letting 
things stand; being constructive; making sense. For the job of creating and building, of 
course we need the proper tools and materials. Learning takes skill and effort, and it helps 
to have ajloorplan. Sometimes, things can fall apart; the bottom falls out; we're left out in 
the cold; our house of cards collapses. The constructions or arguments we have so carefully 
fashioned are demolished. Sometines the lights are on but no one is home. Still, we feel the 
urge to build, to create, to construct. 
You could probably go on. Once tapped, the Construction metaphor invites all sorts of free-
form associations. There is, however, a more organized way to go about exploring a metaphoric 
system. Consider the following five categories and related questions: 
1. I.ANGUAGE: What is the language of the metaphoric system? 
2. CHANGE: What happens in the system? What constitutes change-over -time? 
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3. PROCESS: How does change-over-time happen? By what process does change occur? 
4. RISKS: What are the risks, dangers, or fears implied or inherent in the system? 
5. ABIDING BEUEF: What abiding belief or conviction about human nature is implied by 
the use of the metaphor? What does the system assume or take for granted with regard 
to the process of change-over-time? 
We have almost answered these questions already with regard to the Leaming is Construc-
tion metaphor. (1) The rich and vivid language of the metaphor is illustrated in many of the words 
and terms that appear in Cora's statement and in my paragraph of free-form associations. (2) What 
happens in the system is creation or construction. (3) This happens via a process involving skill, 
effort, and the use of different materials. (4) The risks implied by the metaphor involve the possi-
bilities of destruction or of homelessness. (5) And what the metaphor takes for granted, at least as a 
metaphor for learning, is the human desire to create: the assumption is that, given the right tools, 
skills, and materials, a person will build. 
Applying this same set of questions to different metaphoric systems gives us a basis for 
comparison across metaphors. We can use the five categories to explore the Learning is Growth 
metaphor that underlies Grady's statement and the Learning is Movement metaphor that underlies 
Marco's statement: 
Learning is Growth: The language of the metaphor revolves around the concepts of nur-
turance and maturation. Learning is blossoming, coming alive, partaking of the fruits of knowledge. 
One hungers or thirsts for knowledge; information is digested; ideas are absorbed. A learning 
experience can plant the seeds of an idea that ripen and are finally harvested. What happens in the 
system is development or growth; the process involves nurturance and sustenance; the risks are 
deprivation or death; and the metaphor's abiding belief is the inherence of development. Given 
proper nourishment, a person will grow. 
Learning is Movement: This metaphor has a physics-based language, featuring a vocabulary 
of forces and objects. You might feel pressured or depressed by a deadline; drawn or repelled by a 
field of inquiry. You have momentum or inertia; an unexpected failure can crush you; you try to get 
ahead. Sometimes you make decisions on impulse; sometimes you are forced into them. You want 
to get from point A to point B in your learning, and some experiences have more impact than others. 
What happens in the system is movement or a change in the forces at work; the process involves 
power or leverage; the risk is that you may be helpless or you may not be in control of events; and 
the abiding belief is an inevitable causality. Given the forces at work, a person will move as the 
forces dictate. 
Figure 1 shows all three metaphors side by side. When we see them unpacked like this, it is 
clear how very different they are. It is understandable that students' expectations about learning 
might differ dramatically depending on the metaphoric context which underlies their sense-making. 
Indeed, the metaphoric systems of Construction, Growth, and Movement seem to describe not just 
learning, but living. They each suggest a different sort of world-view-a different take not only on 
education but on existence. 
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LEARNING IS LEARNING IS LEARNING IS 
· CONSTRUCTION GROWTI-I MOVEMENT 
LANGUAGE: windows, doors, walls, "food for thought," forces, being pushed or 
rooms, tools and budding, blossoming, pulled, pressure, stress, 
materials, connecting living or dying, putting getting ahead, being in 
What is the things, building, foun- down roots, thirst, a different place, being 
language of the dations, putting things hunger, harvesting, drawn or repelled, 
metaphoric system? together, being con- fruits of knowledge, momentum, inertia, 
What are its refer- structive, making sense absorbing, digesting, getting from Point A to 
ent words or terms? or meaning, feeling eating it up, growing, Point B, wanting direc-
shaky, needing maturing, developing, tion, impetus, drive, 
support, etc. evolving, etc. motives, dynamics, 
blocked, stuck, lost, 
off track. 
CHANGE: 
What happens in building, construction, development, growth movement, influence 
the system? What creation of forces in some 
is change-over- direction 
time 
PROCESS: 
How does change skill, effort, use of nurturance, sustain- impact, power, lever-
happen? By what materials ance, time age, force 
process does it 
take place? 
RISKS: 
What risk, danger, lack of shelter, death, deprivation lostness, helplessness, 
or fear is implied destruction being out of control 
or inherent in the 
system? 
ABIDING BELIEF: 
What does the building: given the growing: given nour- causality: given the 
system seem to tools, skills, materials, ishment a person will forces at work, a person 
take for granted? a person will build. grow. will move as forces 
determine. 
FIGURE 1: METAPHORS UNPACKED 
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What's The Difference 
The past Director of the Bureau, Kiyo Morimoto, used to remind his overeager counselors, 
"You can't make a flower grow by pulling on its leaves." His comment offers a contrast between 
two general approaches toward working with students--a supportive/nurtuf<lllt approach, and a 
directive/interventive approach. He makes this contrast so vividly and concisely by contrasting two 
metaphoric contexts--Learning is Growth and Learning is Movement. 
In many subtle and not so subtle ways, our assumptions about learning are grounded in the 
guiding metaphors which underlie our sense-making. Without our realizing it, our hopes, our expec-
tations, and our fears are shaped by these assumptions. So what happens when students and teachers 
try to communicate with each other using different metaphoric languages? 
Suppose, for example, that Grady approaches his teaching fellow for a little help in choosing 
a topic for his midterm paper. Remember that Grady's assumptions about learning are guided by a 
Learning is Growth metaphor. He approaches his teaching fellow expecting some encouragement, 
perhaps some more "food for thought," from the consultation. His unrealized assumption is that, 
with a little tending of this sort, he'll be able to choose and develop an appropriate paper topic. 
But what if Grady's teaching fellow has quite another model of learning underlying her own 
sense-making? She may be guided by the Learning is Movement metaphor. She sees that Grady is 
lost and directionless, so she assumes that what he needs is a little shove in the right direction. With 
these good intentions she provides Grady with a list of three paper topics to choose from and a 
deadline for turning in a brief outline of whichever topic he selects. This, she feels, will get him 
back on track and headed in the right direction. 
Grady is liable to leave this consultation feeling disappointed, if not deprived or even 
bruised. What he considers his inherent capacities for growth have not been respected; instead, he 
feels he is being forced along a path he hasn't chosen. The teaching fellow may also feel unhappy 
about the consultation. She has offered Grady everything he was lacking-a clear direction, an 
impetus, a goal-and yet she gets the distinct feeling that he is resisting her suggestions. 
Mismatches of this sort can occur no matter what the particular assumptions held by the 
student or teacher. If Marco, for example, feels blocked in his work in a course, he may approach 
the professor looking for some impetus, some guidance and direction--expectations based in a 
Learning is Movement metaphor. If, instead, Marco gets from his professor a lot of encouragement 
and a smorgasbord of interesting ideas to mull over, he may feel let down or even more at loose ends 
than he felt before. His professor is probably equally disappointed with their conversation, feeling 
that his job isn't to push or drag his students in any particular direction, but rather to nurture their 
intellectual development-an expectation based in the Learning is Growth metaphor. 
Whatever the particular mismatch, differing assumptions about learning may be more re-
sponsible than we realize for impasses that arise between teachers and students. It is not the fact of a 
mismatch itself that is problematic: rather, metaphoric mismatches cause problems when they go 
unrecognized and their inherent operating assumptions remain packed up tight. Indeed, the process 
of unpacking mismatched metaphors when they do occur can actually provide an important context 
for learning. That is, although hidden mismatches are often problematic, mismatches explored are 
often informative and inspiring. I'll return to this point a bit later. 
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Outer Limits 
The usefulness of figurative language has its limits, of course. Metaphors can be exclusion-
ary, allowing no place for important parts of our reality or experience, or they can be misleading, 
implying from within the metaphoric system some metaphoric truth that simply does not apply to 
our experience. Peter Elbow (1981), discussing writing techniques, points out that "every metaphor 
is a force-fit, a mistake, a putting together of things that don't normally or literally belong together." 
This is important to remember, lest we reify our metaphors and forget entirely about the metaphrand, 
our experience, which is, after all, what's important. 
One way to understand the relationship between experience and metaphor is this: our experi-
ence in the world constitutes one meaning-making context with its own integrity, and any given 
metaphor constitutes another, overlapping context. You can imagine these as two partially overlap-
ping circles, one representing the experiential context and the other representing the metaphoric 
context. There are always going to be aspects of the metaphoric system that do not describe (over-
lap) our experience, and there are always parts of our experiential system that are not described 
(overlapped) by a given metaphor. 
This model of the relationship between experience and metaphor saves us from thinking of 
metaphors for learning as "right" or "wrong." It's clearly silly to argue, "Learning is Construction!" 
"No! It's Growth!" "Is not!" "Is so!" Rather, it makes more sense to think of metaphors in terms 
of the degree of overlap between a given metaphoric context and an individual's experiential con-
text. We should respect metaphors simply as a medium for meaning-making and communication. 
In short, a metaphor is "right" exactly to the extent that it's useful, as Berke Breathed (1984) illus-
trates: 
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We're also reminded that no single metaphor defines the entirety of our experience. Grady's 
use of the Growth metaphor in his statement about his tutorial doesn't make him a 140-pound fem 
on two legs. In describing a different class, or a different aspect of his experience, or just at a differ-
ent moment, Grady will use whatever language is handy and apt to describe his experience. So 
when we set out to explore any one metaphor, we should acknowledge that that particular metaphor 
is hardly the only show in town. Indeed, in our everyday sense-making people tend to mix meta-
phors with great linguistic abandon. 
Happily, the above caveats don't detract in the least from the delight we find in those areas of 
overlap that do occur between metaphor and experience. We can sense when an apt metaphor 
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bridges the distance between our existentially isolated inner experience and our manifest existence 
in the interpersonal world. We know a metaphor is "right" when it/eels right. More specifically, 
we find ourselves responding with one or more of the following when we encounter a personally 
meaningful metaphor: a sense of confirmation (we feel that something we privately understood to 
be true has been confirmed); pleased surprise (we feel that something we hadn't known was there 
has been revealed to us); enthusiasm (we feel more alert, more real, energized to further explore the 
metaphor and ourselves); relief (we realize that something we feared was unsayable or uncommuni-
cable has found voice, and we see there is a way that someone else can understand our experience); 
an increased freedom of association (we feel released, unbound, inspired, mobile, and new thoughts 
follow more easily from one another). Interestingly enough, these are almost exactly the same 
criteria that counselors and psychotherapists rely on as indications of whether a particular therapeu-
tic interpretation they have offered to a client is actually of help to the client (Wolberg, 1954). 
Sharine Our Metaphors 
What does all this suggest? It suggests that it might be a good idea to more freely welcome 
figurative language, and particularly metaphors for learning, into our conversations with our stu-
dents. If we join our students in listening for them, even unpacking them all over the room, we 
might be enthused, relieved, or pleased at what we discover together. The process of making meta-
phors for learning explicit, articulating their assumptions, locating their outer limits, and playing 
around with the associations that any metaphoric system inspires, can help us better understand our 
students' individual experiences, can help us keep them company in their unique efforts to learn, and 
can even help our students themselves come to know and articulate their own experiences more 
fully. 
Of course, welcoming our students' metaphors doesn't necessarily mean agreeing with them. 
Clearly, it doesn't make sense to simply accept our students' viewpoints unconditionally, whatever 
they may be. Marco's professor, for example, disagrees with Marco's Learning-is-Movement 
metaphor and may feel that he wouldn't be doing his job as a teacher if he tolerated Marco's "mis-
guided" notions. At the same time, it doesn't make sense for the professor to try to forcibly impose 
his own understanding on Marco, either. Each of us sees the world the way we see it, because that's 
what the world looks like from "in here"; this is no less true of our students than of ourselves. 
Rather, unpacking metaphoric language should help us to simultaneously support and chal-
lenge our students. Suppose Marco's professor were to adopt-just for the moment-the Leaming 
is Motion language and engage with Marco around Marco's related expectations and assumptions. 
Several things become possible. The professor may learn a lot about Marco's experience and may 
even come to greet Marco's difficulties with greater understanding and empathy. Marco may also 
learn a lot about his own experience, enabling him to behave more mindfully and deliberately. But, 
most importantly, the very process of unpacking the Learning is Motion metaphor along with his 
professor may well lead Marco to question it in new ways; to question whether getting from Point A 
to Point B is all there is to learning, for example. At this point, Marco may even be curious to hear 
about his professor's very different assumptions about the learning process. After such a conversa-
tion, Marco and his professor may still end up with differing ideas of what learning is all about-but 




Struggling to understand a difficult text, searching for words for a half-formed idea, going 
cross-eyed trying to stay awake in lecture-these are learning experiences we've all had. Still, each 
of us experiences these moments from, as the philosopher Alfred Schuetz ( 1945) says, "the center-0 
of my system of coordinates." Even if you and your classmate or colleague are both trying desper-
ately not to nod off in a lecture, you are the only one in there behind your own personal eyeballs. 
This existential aloneness is a good thing; it's what gives us each our own unique take on the 
world. But it can be lonely, as well. We all have moments when we long for company, for someone 
to share the view. Metaphors provide a rich medium for communicating with one another about our 
separate and unique experiences. Students describe what learning is to them by describing what it's 
like: e.g., "School is hell." 
By welcoming our students' metaphoric language into our conversations with them, we 
accomplish two complimentary goals: First, we might show our students that unpacking, exploring, 
playing with metaphor is valuable because that way lies self-knowledge and creativity; and second, 
we might help our students become more aware of how their particular metaphoric styles can trap 
and limit them. 
So when learning is construction for Cora, I might offer to sign on to her crew. When learn-
ing is growth for Grady, I'll try not to pull on his leaves. When learning is movement for Marco, 
perhaps I can help him navigate the ride. And when school is hell, I guess I know what that makes 
me. 
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